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THE HEART AND VISION OF A TEACHER: 
LEGALLY BLIND STUDENT DOESN'T ALLOW DISEASE TO ALTER HER DREAMS 
DAYTON, Ohio - Tears of fear and frustration still flow freely from time to time, but 
Mary Cassinelli has found a new reason to smile - actually, 93 new reasons. 
The University of Dayton senior is a student teacher at Our Lady of the Rosary in Old 
North Dayton. The challenge of teaching 93 students in grades 5-8, however, isn't the major 
test for the 22-year-old Cincinnati native. Cassinelli is legally blind as a result of Stargardt's 
Disease, a type of macular degeneration that causes a progressive loss of central vision, 
potential development of a central blind spot and eventual color blindness. 
Both her parents had the recessive gene for the disease, and three of the five children in 
her family developed the disorder to varying degrees. There is no known cure for the disease 
that affects approximately 25,000 Americans. 
Words are fuzzy, faces are blurry and fatigue is a given if Cassinelli has a lot of reading 
to do. 
"It's been an emotional rollercoaster since my sophomore year," she said. "I have a lot 
of anger toward my eyes. I know I'm different, but it's hard for me to accept that." 
Her vision problems led Cassinelli to switch from early childhood education to the 
University's middle childhood program, but being" different" wasn't about to crush her dream 
of becoming a teacher. 
"I know I have the heart for it," she said. "I just needed to take smaller steps than 
everyone else." 
Cassinelli wasn't the only one who believed she could be a teacher. 
"Mary is very independent, she doesn't expect anybody to do anything special for her," 
said Connie Mathes, coordinator of the middle childhood program in the department of 
teacher education. "I wanted to do whatever possible to help her succeed." 
Enter Mary Jo Bailey, a veteran teacher with 31 years in the classroom, 26 of them at 
Our Lady of the Rosary. Bailey's oldest son had struggled to overcome an eye disorder when 
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he was a child. It seemed like a perfect match. 
"We've used Mary Jo with our student teachers before," Mathes said. "She's energetic 
and enthusiastic, and I knew she would embrace Mary." 
Bailey didn't have to think twice about sharing the classroom with Cassinelli. 
"Having a vision problem should not keep you from realizing your dream," Bailey 
said. "Mary is a natural teacher. This is just a bump in the road for her." 
Bailey immediately noticed Cassinelli's "teacher voice" and her instinctive movement 
around the classroom. Cassinelli wasn't simply studying to be a teacher, she was a teacher. 
Grading, however, has been a challenge with tiny boxes to fill in on narrow lines and a 
continuous stream of student papers and tests to grade. But, with the help of low-vision 
devices, Cassinelli has managed to adjust to the responsibilities of teaching and grading for 
close to 100 students. 
"Sometimes she has to be convinced that she is doing a good job," Bailey said of her 
student teacher. "But a lot of student teachers need that." 
What Cassinelli lacks in confidence, she makes up for in dedication. She is considering 
becoming an intervention specialist, working with students with disabilities 
"Sometimes I'm scared that I will let the students down, and they won't get the most 
out of their education," she said. "Everything happens for a reason and, maybe, my struggle 
will make it easier for me to help others." 
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